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THE BETHLEHEM PERET, 1743-1794. 

BY JOHN W. JORDAN. 

The early diaries of the Moravian congregation in Phila- 
delphia contain frequent records of the arrival of vessels 
from Europe and the "West Indies with letters for the 
church authorities and inhabitants of Bethlehem, and, as it 
occasionally happened that the post rider or the wagon from 
that town was not in the city, messengers were despatched 
with them to their destination. These journeys were per- 
formed either on foot or on horseback, and high water in 
the streams to be forded not infrequently caused detentions 
or compelled a return. 

In July of 1742 a weekly post and express was established 
between the two places ; four postilions were employed, and 
two agents at Bethlehem, one at Falckner's Swamp, and one 
in Philadelphia (John Stephen Benezet) managed its affairs. 
The service was scheduled to leave Bethlehem every Monday 
and Philadelphia every Wednesday. It was not until Sep- 
tember of 1763 that the first public conveyance was run 
between Bethlehem and the capital of the Province. This 
enterprise was commenced by George Klein, who every 
Monday morning started " a stage-wagon" from the Sun Inn, 
the return trips being made every Thursday over the follow- 
ing route : out Front Street to Pool's bridge, to Norris's, to 
Pair Hill Meeting-House, to Rising Sun, to Stenton, to Ger- 
mantown Meeting-House, to Mount Airy, to Scull's, to Ot- 
tinger's, to Francis's, to "White Marsh Church, to Benjamin 
Davis's, to Baptist Meeting-House, to Housekeeper's, to 
Swamp Meeting, to Stoffel Wagner's, and thence over the 
ferry to Bethlehem, a distance of fifty-two miles, three- 
quarters, and fifty-seven perches. 

The first grant and patent for a ferry within the present 
bounds of Northampton County was issued in 1739 to David 
Martin, of Trenton, New Jersey, with the privilege of con- 
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structing a ferry " in the Forks of Delawar, from the Penn- 
sylvania shore to the upper end of an island called Tinnicum, 
to Marble Mountain in Morris county New Jersey, with 
the undivided right to ferry over horses, cows, sheep, mules, 
etc." Martin established his ferry near the confluence of the 
Lehigh with the Delaware, where Easton now stands, and 
in 1747 had his flat-boats built at the Bethlehem boat-yard. 
The ferries on the Lehigh nearest to Bethlehem were Cal- 
der's (now Allentown) and Ourrie's (now Freemansburg), 
and by acts of Assembly these were " assessed at three- 
fifths of the sums they do or may rent for, and that the 
lands leased with the said ferries or appurtenant thereto 
shall be rated as uncultivated lands." 

From the time the Moravians began their improvements 
on the " West Branch of Delawar" an impetus was given 
to settlement, and soon farms dotted the country on every 
side. New roads were opened, connecting via the King's 
highway the capital of the Province on the south, and the 
Minisink road to Hudson's River on the north, and Bethle- 
hem grew to be an important point in the eastern section 
of the Province. For the better convenience of commu- 
nication with the capital, the prospective purchase of lands 
on the south side of the Lehigh, and at the solicitations of 
the settlers in the neighborhood, in January of 1743 a ferry 
was located near the present railroad bridge which spans 
the river. A boat to operate the ferry was finished in 
March, hauled to the river by eight horses, and success- 
fully launched. Prior to the epoch of the ferry the river 
was forded, and in times of high water, travellers were 
conveyed across in canoes. 

The water of the Lehigh was long noted for the variety 
and abundance of its fish, particularly rock and shad, and 
the early mode of securing these delicious articles of food 
was by bush-net fishing, until superseded by the gill-net 
and seine. On April 29, 1768, Governor John Penn, with 
his wife, brother, and suite, who were on a visit to Bethle- 
hem, witnessed the operation of bush-net fishing (the gov- 
ernor from a boat in the rear of the net), the result of the 
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catch being six hundred and forty shad. A few days later 
Lord Charles Montague, Governor of South Carolina, with 
his wife, were also interested witnesses. The largest number 
of shad caught at the Bethlehem fishery is recorded between 
April 27 and May 12, 1778, at eight thousand and seventy- 
seven ; the fishery was abandoned when the improvements 
made by the Lehigh Coal and Navigation Company prevented 
the shad from resorting to the head-waters of the river to 
spawn. 

The name of the first Bethlehem ferryman we have been 
able to find is Adam Schaus (ancestor of the Easton family 
of that name), who conducted a public house on the south 
side of the Lehigh, a short distance below the town, and 
who consented to operate the ferry for the year 1745. The 
rates of ferriage were " 3d. for foot passengers each way, 
and 6d. for man and horse," but as no grant or patent had 
been obtained, payment was not demanded of travellers, 
but made by courtesy ; hence the income for the year only 
amounted to £2.11.2. Early in January of 1746, Matthew 
Hoffman and John D. Behringer succeeded Schaus, " the 
former to take passengers over, the latter to bring them 
back." It was during their management that, in the night 
of February 16, 1747, by a sudden rise in the river, the 
ferry-boat was torn from its moorings and wrecked. A new 
boat, thirty-one and one-half feet long, nine feet wide, and 
twenty-four inches deep, was launched on June 8, and Peter 
Petersen was appointed ferryman next in succession. In 
1749 a grant and patent for the ferry was obtained from 
the Proprietaries at the annual rental of five shillings 
sterling. This was found necessary in order to meet the 
increasing uncertainty of remuneration from people using 
the ferry, and also as security against a possibility of com- 
petition from some rival enterprise in the adjacent neutral 
waters of the Lehigh. Having now developed into a public 
ferry, wharves were constructed, the approaches improved, 
and the equipment increased. After serving for five years 
and six months, in January of 1753, Petersen was succeeded 
by Daniel Kunckler. 
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Kunckler's term of service, happening at a time when 
important events were transpiring in the Province, was 
far from being an uneventful one, and the chronicler of the 
town has recorded that three hundred and twenty whites 
and seven hundred and ten Indians visited it in 1755. An 
attempt was made to transport the products of the farms 
and mills at Bethlehem by water instead of the more ex- 
pensive mode of wagon service. A light-draught sailing- 
vessel was built; but the project failed, owing to the ob- 
structions at the Falls of the Delaware, which prevented 
the passage of the vessel northward. 

In the spring of 1756, David Nitschmann, Proprietor of 
the Moravian estates, applied to the Proprietaries to re- 
confirm to him for seven years the patent and grant of the 
ferry at Bethlehem, which was granted. It recites, — 

" Whereas it hath been represented to us, by reason of the late very- 
considerable increase of settlements on both sides of the West Branch 
of the River Delaware and parts adjacent, and the great resort of people 
thither, and the many travelers whose business and affairs call them 
into those parts of the Province, and have occasion to pass over that 
branch of the said river, it is become necessary that some regular ferries 
at proper distances and places should be erected and established for the 
more ready and safe transporting all persons, cattle, carriages and goods 
over the said branch, — And it appearing to us upon the representation 
of David Nitschmann of the County of Northampton in our said Prov- 
ince, that the plantation belonging to the said David Nitschmann and 
company, and now in the occupation of the said David Nitschmann, 
situate in Saucon township in the said County of Northampton upon 
the highroad leading from the city of Philadelphia to the Minisinks, 
and from thence to the northwest parts of the Province of New York, 
by means of the convenient situation thereof on the sides of the said 
branch, is a suitable place for erecting and keeping a ferry over the 
same to Bethlehem in the Forks of Delaware, And the same David 
Nitschmann having requested our license for erecting and keeping a 
ferry there, and that we would grant and confirm the same to him, 
Now Know ye, that in consideration of the charge and expenses 
which the said David Nitschmann must be put to in making wharves 
and landing-places and providing necessary flats and boats, and the con- 
stant attendance necessary thereunto, And we being always ready and 
willing to promote the public utility and improvement of our said 
Province, & to give due encouragement to all who shall undertake or 
contribute to the same, Have given, granted and confirmed, and by 
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these Presents for us & our heirs Do give, grant and confirm unto the 
said David Nitschmann, his executors, administrators and assigns, the 
sole liberty & privilege of erecting, keeping and occupying a ferry over 
the said West Branch of the River Delaware to & from the place afore- 
said for the transporting & carrying over the same all persons, wagons, 
carts & other carriages, horses, cattle, goods, wares, merchandises & 
things whatsoever, hereby strictly forbidding all other persons on either 
side of the said branch from taking or carrying over the same within 
the distance of one mile above and one mile below the said ferry hereby 
settled & established, for hire, reward or pay, in any flat, boat or canoe, 
any persons, wagons, carts or other carriages, horses or cattle, And we 
do further give & grant unto the said David Nitschmann, his executors, 
administrators and assigns during the term hereby demised, the liberty 
and privilege to demand & receive from all persons, & for all wagons, 
carts and other carriages, horses, and other cattle, goods, wares, mer- 
chandise, & things whatsoever passing or being carried over the said 
ferry all such reasonable toll, fees, or reward as shall be settled for the 
same (us our heirs & successors & our Lieutenant Governor & attend- 
ants & servants only excepted), To have and to hold the said ferry, 
liberties, privileges, profits & advantages hereby granted, with the ap- 
purtenances, unto the said David Nitschmann, his executors, admin- 
istrators & assigns, — from the second day of March instant for & during 
and unto the full end & term of seven years thence next ensuing fully 
to be complete & ended, Yielding and paying therefor yearly to us 
our heirs & successors at the town of Easton in the said County of 
Northampton on every the first day of March in every year for & during 
the said term hereby granted five English silver shillings or value 
thereof in coin current according as the exchange shall be between 
our said Province and the city of London, to such person or persons as 
shall from time to time be appointed to receive the same, Provided 
always that if the same David Nitschmann, his executors, adminis- 
trators or assigns shall not at all times during the said term hereby 
granted, find, provide and maintain necessary & sufficient flats and 
boats for the use of the said ferry, and give due, constant & ready 
attendance thereunto, and then and from thenceforth this present grant 
shall cease, determine & be void, anything herein before mentioned & 
contained to the contrary thereof in any wise notwithstanding." 

"William Denny, on November 17, 1756, was the first 
governor of the Province to enjoy the immunity provided 
for his rank and station by the thoughtful Proprietaries. 
A new fiat-boat, forty-two feet in length, together with 
poles, sweeps, and a speaking-trumpet, was added to the 
equipment of the ferry, and the old boat repaired and held 
in readiness for emergencies. In January of 1758 a rope- 
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ferry superseded the old mode of poling, and was con- 
tinued until the first bridge was built. A chronicler of 
that day, in noticing this improvement, observes with 
somewhat of enthusiasm, " that formerly in times of high- 
water, four men found it difficult to effect a passage in 
less than half an hour, the flat now crosses the river by 
rope usually in ninety seconds." John Garrison succeeded 
Kunckler in September, but in 1759 the latter was ap- 
pointed ferryman for a second time. In 1761, Francis 
Steup followed next in succession, and the year following 
Augustus H. Francke, with Peter Petersen as assistant. 
The ferry, including flat-boats, ropes, wharves, chains, four 
canoes, and other equipments, was inventoried at £185.18.4, 
and the gross receipts amounted to £165.0.11, and the cost 
of maintenance £92.1.4§- for the year. 

Valentine Fuehrer, who succeeded Francke, was ferryman 
from 1763 to 1784, and again from 1791 to 1794. 

In the autumn of 1765 a ferry-house was erected at the 
southern terminus, which in later years was occupied by 
the toll-keepers of the bridge. The spring freshet of 1766, 
the greatest since 1739, did very little damage at the ferry, 
owing to the precautions taken, notwithstanding the water 
had risen to one hundred and twenty-five inches above low- 
water mark. In January, 1767, the following schedule of 
femage rates was printed and posted up in the villages and 
mills through the counties of Northampton and Bucks : 

For a loaded wagon & 4 horses Ss.Od. 

" an empty do do 2.0. 

" a loaded do 2 do 2.6. 

" an empty do do 2.6. 

" a carriage with 4 wheels & 2 horses . . . 2.6. 

" a chair & 1 horse 1.6. 

" a do 2 do 1.10. 

" a sled 4 do 3.0. 

" ado 2 do 1.6. 

" a do 1 do 1.2. 

" a single horse 6. 

" a number of horses, each 4. 

" a footman 2 coppers. 
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For a single ox or cow 6rf. 

" a number of oxen or cows, each .... 4. 

" a single sheep, hog or calf, each . . . .2 coppers. 

" 10 head of the same ls.lOd. 

Accompanying this schedule was the following : 

" Advebtisement. 
" All such persons as bring wheat, rye, Indian corn & buckwheat, to 
the grist-mill at Bethlehem, for grinding, are free of ferriage, provided 
they observe the following regulations, to wit : 

One horse with two bushels of wheat, rye or Indian Corn. 

One horse with 3 bushels buckwheat. 

One wagon & 4 horses with 20 bushels of wheat. 
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" Besides the above-mentioned quantities of grain, all kinds of pro- 
visions brought for sale in Bethlehem are allowed on the same wagon, 
cart, sled or horse. Furthermore, all persons that come to church at 
Bethlehem on Sundays or holy days are ferriage free, provided they do 
not come for the purpose of transacting business, or carry parcels, — in 
which case they are to pay the usual rates." 

The period of Fuehrer's incumbency between 1775 and 
1783 was a particularly busy and exciting one, and twice 
the ferry-boats were impressed by the army and taken to 
the Delaware ; the first time on December 16, 1776, to assist 
in the transportation of General Lee's division, and the 
second time in July of 1777, to transport troops and muni- 
tions of war of Washington's army. The first of the Con- 
tinental troops to cross the ferry at Bethlehem was the 
company of Captain Michael Doudle, attached to Colonel 
William Thompson's Pennsylvania Rifle Battalion, en route 
to the camp at Cambridge, and the first British, detachments 
of prisoners captured in the Canada campaign. The year 
1777 was, perhaps, the busiest in the annals of the ferry, 
when Bethlehem was crowded with delegates to Congress, 
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officers, and civilians, the heavy baggage and wounded of 
the army, and soldiers and prisoners of war. On June 25, 
1779, Lady "Washington, in company with Generals Sullivan, 
Poor, and Maxwell, and on July 25, 1782, General Wash- 
ington, with two of his aides, were conveyed over the ferry 
to the town. • 

Fuehrer retired from the management of the ferry in 
April of 1784, and was succeeded by Massa Warner; but 
the veteran ferryman's services were again needed, and for 
the last time, in July of 1791, he took charge of its concerns, 
which he acceptably managed until September, 1794, when 
the bridge was completed and the ferry abandoned. On the 
opening of the bridge for traffic he was appointed toll-keeper, 
and filled the position until his death in 1808. 



